THE STUDENT
of itself, but preferring to blame civilization—hailed
him as a new prophet. What more natural than his
arriving at the conclusion that he had stumbled un-
wittingly upon an epoch-making truth? Thus a philo-
sophical paradox and a literary tour deforce gave birth to
a social philosophy.
During all his future career as a writer and philo-
sopher Rousseau remained faithful to the principle that
nature makes man happy and good, loving justice and
order, but that society corrupts him, causing him
misery. Truly, an insecure basis upon which to found a
political and economic system, but from this to con-
clude that, as a consequence, all of Rousseau's social
and economic teachings are worthless, is to give him
credit for a great deal less common sense than he in
reality possessed. For the fact is that he did not build
(or at least built to a very limited extent) upon this
dubious base. He would lay his metaphysical founda-
tion and then calmly abandon it and by its side put up
an edifice that, as often as not, met practical require-
ments. Thus his theory of the inherent goodness of man
and his metaphysical reasoning often are no more than
a sort of pastoral and somewhat unreal atmosphere per-
vading a picture frequently realistic in its main outline.
Let us take an example. Rousseau thus expresses him-
self regarding the private ownership of land:
"The first man who, having enclosed a piece of land,
took it into his head to say: 'This is mine', and found
people simple enough to believe him, was the real
founder of civil society. What crimes, what battles,
what murders and what horrible miseries would he
have spared the human race, who should have torn
down the fence and exclaimed: 'Beware how you listen
to this impostor; you are lost if you forget that the fruit
belongs to all and the earth to none'."

